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Abstract 
The paper addresses the problem of students’ motivation for research work in higher educational settings which can be viewed as 
a way of enhancing their personal and professional development. The study presented was aimed at examining undergraduates’ 
attitudes towards research work using the Students’ Motives for Studying Questionnaire and the Incomplete Sentences Test. In 
general, most of the study participants had positive attitudes towards research work and were aware of its necessity as part of 
their university curriculum. However, only less than a third were interested in their own research projects. The paper discusses 
the results obtained and possible ways of developing undergraduates’ motivation for research work. 
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1. Introduction 
The global challenge of transition from countries’ resource-oriented economies to knowledge-based ones is 
calling for their innovative development. As Jenkins et al. (2003) emphasize, “the emerging knowledge economy is 
one that requires individuals with creativity and ability to develop, find and synthesize new knowledge” (p. 24). In 
Russia the strategy of innovative development is considered as one of the key factors of modernizing the national 
economy and the society as a whole (Стратегия, 2011). Moreover, it is the human factor that is becoming 
essentially important in the process mentioned (OECD, 2007; Краснорядцева, 2008; Клочко & Галажинский, 
2009; Atamanova & Bogomaz, 2011). In this connection, it is required that the system of higher professional 
education should provide the society with highly qualified specialists, able to initiate innovative activity in their 
professional field.  
According to the third-generation State Standards for Higher Professional Education adopted in Russia, one of 
the main goals of professional training in higher educational settings is to develop graduates’ competence in project 
and research activity (EDU, 2009). Students’ research work seems to be of great importance in engineering 
education and is viewed as a way of  transforming the latter to innovative one where students are involved in 
research since the very beginning (Агранович et al., 2003; Похолков et al., 2003; Козлова, 2008). On the one 
hand, researching enables future engineers to integrate the knowledge they gain and efficiently solve the problem 
they deal with. On the other, research work helps students develop their readiness for solving various problems in 
their future professional careers (Козлова, 2009; Козлова et al., 2009). Therefore, students’ research work is 
expected to be one of the key factors of their personal and professional development in higher educational settings.  
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The paper addresses the problem of undergraduates’ motivation for research work. It is motivation that is 
supposed to play an important role in enhancing their personal and professional development in higher educational 
settings. The study presented was aimed at examining undergraduates’ attitudes towards research work using the 
Students’ Motives for Studying Questionnaire and the Incomplete Sentences Test. The paper discusses the results 
obtained and finally focuses on possible ways of developing undergraduates’ motivation for research work. 
2. Students motivation for research work: Theoretical background  
Studies on motivation differ greatly in their scope and researchers’ foci. In the context of student learning, 
motivation can be viewed as a characteristic of “those inner processes that determine whether learners will engage in 
a task, the amount of effort they will  expend, the length of time they will persevere and the persistence they will 
show when obstacles are encountered” (Jenkins et al., 2003, p. 32). Analyzing the relationship between motivation 
and learning, Jenkins et al. (2003) focus on three core aspects:1) learning requires effort and learners expect some 
benefits for their efforts; 2) learning is usually motivated by a desire for improvement; 3) some motives (e.g., fear of 
failure or anxiety to succeed) can paralyze learning. Based on the above, they formulate three main principles of 
managing student learning as follows: 1) rewarding learning; 2) discovering learners’ goals; 3) minimizing learning 
barriers. Therefore, it is through motivation that we can enhance students’ learning in general and develop their 
competence in research activity in particular.  
As Wood (2009) concludes, research-based teaching methods based on the idea of meaningful learning (Holt, 
1964; Holt, 1967; Kozol, 1967) seem to be more effective in training students, especially in natural sciences and 
engineering. In this connection, it is worth mentioning that the concept of meaningful learning, which is active 
learning per se, has a lot in common with the basic ideas of the sociocultural theory conceived of by Lev Vygotsky 
in early 1930s and Alexey Leontiev’s activity theory (he began to develop it as early as 1930s). According to 
Vygotsky (2002, 1931), human mind and, hence, human behaviour are socially and culturally mediated and 
developed via human activity. Furthermore, Leontiev (Леонтьев, 1977) pointed out that human activity is motivated 
either by biological needs or by culturally constructed needs and incorporates three levels, namely motivation, 
action and condition. In turn, this means that motivation plays a crucial role in human development as a whole and 
can contribute to students’ personal and professional development in higher educational settings.  
As for research-based teaching, it can be viewed as a way of integrating research and educational practice at the 
university level and involving more students in research activity (Wood, 2009). Jenkins et al. (2003) emphasize that 
“students’ understanding of the research process and ability to do research (…) may be the vital key skill or 
knowledge the curriculum needs to develop” (p. 24). In O’Leary’s opinion, researching is a skill to be developed or, 
in other words, “a learning journey about both research itself and your ability to manage intricacies and complexity” 
(O’Leary, 2004, p. 15). On the other hand, some researchers pay attention to a low level of students’ awareness of 
how important their research work is for their future professional career, a low level of students’ autonomy in doing 
research, a small number of students’ research projects implemented into practice, etc. (Галиуллина, 2003; Козлова 
& Луков, 2007). Thus, exploring students’ motives for doing research and their attitudes towards research work can 
contribute to better understanding of the problem of students’ motivation for research activity in higher educational 
settings. The study presented was aimed at examining undergraduates’ motives for doing research and their attitudes 
towards research work because the latter is part of their university curriculum.  
 
3. Research methodology 
 
Based on the theoretical analysis given above, the study was carried out as follows. Firstly, it should be 
emphasized that it was one in a series of studies concerned with the problem of students’ motivation for research 
activity. Secondly, the participants of the study were students of the universities which are located in the region with 
high innovative potential and have the status of national research universities. In this connection, involving students, 
especially undergraduates, in research activity is supposed to be one of the key factors in engineering education. The 
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goal of the study presented was to examine undergraduates’ motives for doing research and their attitudes towards 
research work which was part of their university curriculum. 
 
3.1. Sample 
 
The study sample consisted of 204 university students between ages of 19 and 22. They were undergraduates of 
Tomsk Polytechnic University (156 students) and Tomsk State University (48 students) in 2010/2011 academic 
year. Their majors were natural sciences (24 students), mathematics (47 students), electrical engineering (85 
students), and technical physics (48 students).  
 
3.2. Data collection and data analysis 
 
The Students’ Motives for Studying Questionnaire developed by A. Rean and V. Yakunin (see Ильин, 2002) was 
used to formulate the following 10 motives in order to examine undergraduates’ dominant motives for doing 
research. The participants were asked to choose their five dominant motives for doing research from the ones listed 
in Table 1 (the text was presented in Russian). Then the distribution, hierarchy and characteristics of the 
participants’ dominant motives were analyzed quantitatively and qualitatively. 
The second objective of the study was exploring undergraduates’ attitudes towards research work which was part 
of their university curriculum. The research tool in this case was the Incomplete Sentences Test. The sentences 
constructed were aimed at examining the participants’ attitudes towards students’ research work at the university 
level and their own research projects. The following incomplete sentences were presented to the participants (in 
Russian): 1) Students’ research work at university…; 2) When I think of my research project…. Based on the 
content analysis, the undergraduates’ attitudes were then marked as positive, negative or neutral.  
 
4. Results of the study and discussion 
 
The results obtained can be seen in Table 1 which shows the distribution and hierarchy of undergraduates’ 
dominant motives for doing research. According to Table 1, the level of students’ awareness of the role of their 
research work in providing success in their future professional career was rather low. Very few undergraduates 
indicated ‘ensuring future professional success’ and ‘becoming a highly qualified specialist and getting a diploma’ 
as their dominant motives for doing research: 4.90% and 3.92% respectively.  
 
Table 1. The distribution and hierarchy of undergraduates’ motives for doing research 
 
Motive Motive Characteristic Hierarchy Students, % 
Motive 1 ensuring future professional success 8 4.90 
Motive 2 becoming a highly qualified specialist and getting a diploma 9 3.92 
Motive 3 acquiring deep and sound knowledge 2 53.43 
Motive 4 getting intellectual satisfaction 3 40.20 
Motive 5 studying successfully and getting excellent and good marks in exams 1 55.39 
Motive 6 being successful in further studying and getting a regular grant 4 23.53 
Motive 7 being respected by tutors and approved by parents and other people 5 16.18 
Motive 8 following tutors’ requirements and being an example to peers 6 12.25 
Motive 9 not neglecting academic subjects 7 6.37 
Motive 10 being always ready for the next class and keeping up with peers 10 0.49 
 
Furthermore, quite a large number of the participants were oriented towards external factors in conducting their 
research projects, e.g., tutors or other people’s respect (16.18%) and tutors’ requirements (12.25%). The results 
show that the most dominant motive for doing research was that of formal academic achievements, namely 
‘studying successfully and getting excellent and good marks in exams’ – 55.39%. It should be noted that among the 
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three dominant motives there were also ‘acquiring deep and sound knowledge’ (53.43%) and ‘getting intellectual 
satisfaction’ (40.20%), i.e. motives which characterize the importance of learning itself and cognitive activity for the 
participants.  
Thus, the results obtained demonstrate that most of the undergraduates starting their research projects as part of 
their university curriculum were not aware of the role of research work in their professional development. They did 
not understand how their research work could contribute to their future professional career. Most of the participants 
were oriented towards external factors such as tutors or other people’s respect and tutors’ requirements as well as 
formal academic achievements (e.g., good marks and success in exams). In turn, it should be mentioned that these 
results are in good agreement with those of studying research potential of higher professional education (see 
Галиуллина, 2003; Козлова & Луков, 2007). The researchers highlighted a low level of students’ awareness of the 
importance of their research work for future professional activity, a decrease in the quality of students’ research 
work, a small number of research projects implemented into practice, a low level of student autonomy in selecting 
both research topics and trajectories of research. Therefore, the current system of higher professional education 
requires educational practices enabling students to discover  the content of their future professional activity and 
develop their competence in research. 
The analysis of the sentences which were completed by the study participants (see Section 3.2.) revealed their 
attitudes towards students’ research work at university in general and towards their own research projects. Table 2 
illustrates the distribution of undergraduates’ attitudes towards students’ research work at the university level and 
towards their own research projects as part of their educational curriculum. The results obtained demonstrate that 
most of the participants had positive attitudes towards students’ research work at university (63.73%). This means 
that students are mainly aware of the importance and necessity of research work as part of their university 
curriculum. They wrote that students’ research work was, e.g. ‘a way of applying my knowledge’; ‘necessary to gain 
a deeper insight into the problem’; ‘necessary for students and tutors’, etc. Only 17.16% of the participants had 
negative attitudes towards students’ research work at university. In their opinion, students’ research work is 
‘necessary for the staff only’ or ‘Greek to me’. In other words, these students do not recognize its role and 
significance for their personal and professional development.  
Meanwhile, only 27.45% of the study participants were interested in their own research projects, e.g. ‘I want it to 
be the best’; ‘I like it’; ‘I am interested in it’, etc. 29.90% of the respondents had negative attitudes towards their 
own research projects, e.g. ‘I break out in a cold sweat’; ‘I feel anxious’; ‘I don’t want to do this’, etc. Thus, the 
results of the study show that only less than a third of the undergraduates had positive attitudes towards their own 
research projects. This means that developing students’ motivation for doing research is becoming one of the key 
aspects of their personal and professional development in higher educational settings.  
 
Table 2. The distribution of undergraduates’ attitudes towards research work 
 
Sentences 
 
Attitudes (students, %) 
positive neutral negative 
Students' research work at university… 63.73 19.12 17.16 
When I think of my research project… 27.45 42.65 29.90 
 
It sounds reasonable that involving students in research activity at the early stages of their education can help 
them cultivate love for their future profession, thirst for knowledge and desire to broaden their horizons. 
Collaboration between senior and junior students can contribute much to the development of team working skills. In 
turn, problem-based learning as part of research-based teaching methods seems to be essentially important in order 
to stimulate students’ critical thinking, to develop their competence in research and their positive attitudes towards 
their own research projects. Nothing can contribute to the students’ personal and professional development as much 
as a self-conducted research project. Students’ research work enables them to gain additional information and 
knowledge in the newest areas of fundamental and applied research, equips them with various research techniques, 
allows to comprehend the current socio-economic phenomena and processes fully and systematically, and trains 
them to formulate and solve scientific problems on their own and to present their findings at seminars and 
conferences. 
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5. Conclusion 
The study presented was aimed at examining undergraduates’ motives for doing research and their attitudes 
towards students’ research work at university in general and towards their own research projects. The results 
obtained showed that most of the participants starting their research projects as part of their university curriculum 
were not aware of the role of research work in their professional development. They did not understand how their 
research work could contribute to their future professional career. Most of the respondents were oriented towards 
external factors such as tutors’ or other people’s respect and tutors’ requirements as well as formal academic 
achievements (e.g., good marks and success in exams). Moreover, the results revealed that a majority of the study 
participants had positive attitudes towards students’ research work at university but only less than a third were 
interested in their own research projects. Thus, developing students’ motivation for doing research is becoming one 
of the key aspects of their personal and professional development in higher educational settings. In this connection, 
research-based teaching methods seem to be essentially important in order to stimulate students’ critical thinking, to 
develop their competence in research and their positive attitudes towards their own research projects. 
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